Children's understanding of temporal words  'yesterday' [xun ri] and 'tomorrow' [ting ri] of Cantonese speaking children / by Au, Yuet-ching, Jonas & 歐月菁
Title
Children's understanding of temporal words  'yesterday' [xun ri]
and 'tomorrow' [ting ri] of Cantonese speaking children /;
Children's understanding of temporal words  'yesterday' [尋日]
and 'tomorrow' [聽日] of Cantonese speaking children /
Other
Contributor(s) University of Hong Kong.
Author(s) Au, Yuet-ching, Jonas; 歐月菁
Citation
Issued Date 1994
URL http://hdl.handle.net/10722/48188
Rights
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.; The
author retains all proprietary rights, such as patent rights and
the right to use in future works.
Children's Understanding of Temporal Words: 
'Yesterday' [ | | 0 ] and 'Tomorrow' [|§ Q] 
of Cantonese Speaking Children 
AU Yuet Ching, Jonas 
A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 
Bachelor of Science (Speech and Hearing Sciences), 
The University of Hong Kong, 29th April, 1994. 
Abstract 
This study looks for the development of understanding of two temporal words -
'yesterday' [ f g ] , 'tomorrow' [ gg 0 ] . The study also examines the effect 
of varying the immediacy which temporal words conventionally convey on 
children's understanding of such phrases. 'Just before' [ gf % ] and 'right 
after' [— PffHJ] were used respectively for comparison. There were 52 Cantonese 
speaking subjects who aged three, four or five years. Children played with 
different toy sets at different times. They then responded to 16 questions with 
one of the four temporal words by showing a toy in the corresponding toy set 
Results show asymmetrical pattern in the understanding of the two temporal 
words. Children understood better for terms referring to immediate future, 
'right after* [ g| % \ than cyclic future, 'tomorrow' [ K B ] . The jSndings are 
discussed in terms of Semantic Features Hypothesis, degree of certainty and the 
effect of adult's input on the development of temporal system. 
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The idea of 'past', 'present' and 'future1 are basis to a temporal scheme of the 
world (Harner, 1980). Children have to know the difference among the three 
and use linguistic forms to code the temporal references. 
Different languages express temporal locations differently. For example, in 
Englisk, tense, aspect and adverbial markers express temporal locations of 
activities. Some languages, notably, Mandarin and Cantonese, do not code 
tense. Instead, adverbial and modal auxiliaries are used to convey temporal 
locations (Smith 1991). Temporal adverb is a component in the temporal 
system and studies in this area provide relevant information on the development 
of temporal system. 
Past studies on the development of temporal adverbs in different languages 
reported from longitudinal studies (Clark, 1985; Sachs, 1982; Weist, 1986; 
Weist & Buczowska, 1987). They studied the order of emergence of the types 
of adverbs. For instance, 'now1 and 'already1 were the first temporal terms to 
appear in Spanish and followed by the cyclic adverbs: 'yesterday1, 'today' and 
'tomorrow'. Cyclic adverbs were defined as a period of 24 hours prior to or 
subsequent to a point of reference. Later children used terms such as last 
winter' to refer to remote time. It was still not known whether the 
understanding of temporal terms was determined by such learning pattern. One 
aim of the present investigation is to examine whether children's understanding 
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is affected by the time immediacy as referred by the temporal words. 
Those studies also reported the age for the production of different adverbs. 
Erbaugh (1982, cited the Weist, 1986) investigated some Ivkndarin-speaking 
children. For instance, a child used temporal expressions meaning 'earlier1, 
'now' as early as 2;2. At 2;3, he/she used 'yesterday1, at 2;8 he/she used Tor a 
long time1 and 'tomorrow1 was used at 2; 11. The production of similar temporal 
markers were found from 3;0 to 3;6 in other languages, such as Italian, French, 
Spanish and English. Mandarin does not code time with verb inflections, but 
rather lexically. Smith (1991) stated, "Chinese, lacking tense, has a maximally 
simple temporal location system.. J t has the full range of deictic adverbial 
which are oriented to Speech Time: zuotian (yesterday), mingtian (tomorrow)" 
(p. 146). The interpretation of reference time of events/ sentences need the 
understanding of temporal adverbs. It is important to study the development in 
understanding temporal adverbs in children. 
In the acquisition of temporal adverbs, confusion patterns were found in 
using the terms: 'yesterday1 and 'tomorrow', that is the cyclic adverbs reported 
by Weist, et al. (1987). They studied the production of temporal adverbs in 
Polish children from 2;4 to 3;2. Cyclic adverbs, 'yesterday' and 'tomorrow', 
entered into contradictions to the tense of the sentences. For example, a child at 
2;8 said 'I played with these toys tomoixow.' and at 2; 10 said 'And yesterday I 
will go to kindergarten-' Such contradictions indicated jutro 'tomorrow1 and 
wczorqf 'yesterday1 might refer to the past as well as future at the beginning. 
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Children might not learn the specific past or future time reference of both terms 
(Hamer, 1981). They also might have difficulties in coordinating two 
temporally marked linguistic forms- verbs and adverbs (Hamer, 1982a). 
Clark (1985) also reported confusions between 'yesterday1 and 'tomorrow* in 
the development of cyclic adverbs from other languages such as Spanish. Both 
terms were used for nonpresent time, and were often incorrectly used. By 3;6 
children had some incoixect uses of 'tomorrow1 to mean 'yesterday*. However, 
these findings were based on the language samples from a small group of 
children. There should be more studies to investigate the developmental pattern 
of fyesterday' and 'tomorrow1 experimentally. 
Many studies investigated the comprehension of temporal phrases in 
children (e.g. Hamer, 1975; Weist, 1991; Weist, Wysocka and Lyytinen, 
1991). Some of them required subjects to match pictures with sentences having 
reference time established by temporal adverbs. They had to put into the 
character's perspectives in inferring the reference time. Young children may 
have difficulties in responding to this type of task because subjective 
experience was important for children to understand the time reference (Harner, 
1982a). In the study by Harner (1975), children had the chance to experience 
the time, for example, playing with the children and then asked some questions 
concerning that particular period. The present study, therefore, considered such 
factor in designing the methods. However, her study required children to 
remember the toy set they played on the preceding day. She did not provide 
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information whether the children's responses were affected by their memoiy. 
The present study will modify the procedures so as to eliminate the possibility 
that the failure in responding to fyesterdayf questions were related to children's 
memory. 
Another goal of this study is to get preliminary information in the 
development of understanding of temporal adverbs in Cantonese. Zhu (1982) 
and Fang, G., Fang, F. & Liu, F. (1984) reported the children's understanding 
of temporal durations. Children first understood the concepts 'today1, 'yesterday1 
and 'tomorrow', then gradually learn smaller units such as "morning". These 
studies, however, focused on the comprehension of temporal durations, but not 
on the developmental pattern in understanding the terms - 'yesterday' and 
'tomorrow'. It is the interest in this study to investigate the understanding of 
'yesterday' and 'tomorrow' in Cantonese. As mentioned before, Cantonese does 
not code tense but temporal adverbs established the reference time of sentences. 
It is important to investigate the understanding of temporal adverbs in 
Cantonese across ages. 
The present study looks for: 
a. The children's understanding of two temporal phrases across age; 
b. Whether there is a difference in their understanding of the two words or in 
any attendant error patterns; 
c. The effect of varying the immediacy which temporal phrases conventionally 
convey on children's understanding of such phrases. 
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Method 
Subjects 
The study involved 52 normal Cantonese speaking children. They were 
divided into three different age groups: three, four and five. In the pilot study 
four-year-old children had low performance in the understanding of temporal 
words particular 'tomorrow1. Therefore, five-year-old children were involved. 
There were seven boys and girls within each age group. Their teachers reported 
no speech and language problems among the children. 
Table 1 Distribution of subjects by age. 
AgeGroupa Mean SD Range 
3 3;4 0.13 3; l-3;7 
4 4;4 0.14 4; l -4;7 
5 5;3 0.15 5;0-5;6 
a
 n -14 for each age group. 
Design and Materials 
The study varied four factors: subjects' age and sex, and the two repeated 
measures factors illustrate as follows: 
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Immediate 
Cyclic 
Past 
•Just Before1 
5 1 ^ 
'Yesterday' 
Future 
•Right After* 
-IWUfl 
Tomorrow1 
IS 0 
There were four problems for each temporal words. Each child respond to a 
total of 16 problems. The temporal words pointed to cyclic time and 
immediate time were tested separately. Children were seen on two successive 
days in measuring the performance of yesterday and tomorrow. The 
measurement of the other two temporal words was done on a separate day. The 
following is an outline of the temporal reference as they were presented to the 
children: 
A. ft ^ H B %h m ZhMhbmW. 
You got yesterday play toy give me. 
'Show me a toy for yesterday.' 
B. u m mn u m mMttbmw. 
You get tomorrow play toy give me. 
'Show me a toy for tomorrow.' 
C. ft H Sf 5fc U 1® MMbhmm . 
You get just before play toy give me. 
'Show me a toy you have played just before.' 
D.ft m -mm mm JR A & a » . 
You get right after play toy give me. 
'Show me a toy you will play right after' 
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Each utterance was repeated four times. Four questions were asked on each 
of the four temporal words. Each correct answer scored one mark. The 
maximum score for each temporal word was four and the minimum score was 
zero. The answers were marked in an answer sheet (appendix A). There was 
six restricted random orders. Children responded to the same utterances twice 
successively in order to make sure they did not miss the utterances. The 
interviewer said "Thank you" in responding to the childrenfs actions. 
Six different sets of toys each containing nine objects were used in testing 
the temporal words. The toy sets selected were age appropriate for children 
from three to five. Toy sets used in testing Yesterday' and 'tomorrow1 were: 
chopping set (knife and fruits); baking set (a roller, spoons, eggs); farm house (a 
doll, animals). The orders presented were randomized for children. Another 
three toy sets used in the testing of 'just before1 and fright after1 were: car set 
(wheels, railways, a car); pet shop (dogs, cats, a doll, a comb); play dougji and 
cutteis. The toys presented to all subjects were the same except the car set 
which was chosen from children's classroom. Therefore, children were familiar 
with this toy set, but the interviewer was not This toy set was used in testing 
the term, 'just before1. In order to signal the first toy set was the toys they 
played 'just before', the notion of completion should be salient to the children. 
It was done by asking the children to demonstrate how to play with that toy set 
and stopped playing at the time when the interviewer had learnt how to play 
with it Otherwise children tended to choose the first toy set as the toys they 
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will play right after because they had not finished playing with it. 
Children chose answers from the past, present and future toy sets in 
responding to the four temporal words. There were three possible answers: 
correct; nonpresent time alternatives and present time alternatives- Their errors 
could distribute between (a) they randomly chose either the present time 
or the nonpresent time alternatives; (b) they chose the incorrect nonpresent 
temporal category, that is, children responded to 'yesterday' problems by 
choosing the toys for 'tomorrow' or the other way round. 
Procedures 
In testing 'yesterday' and tomorrow1 
The child sat opposite to the interviewer. On the first day, the interviewer 
presented a bag of toys and helped the child to identify each of the nine toys 
included. The child played with the toys for several minutes. On the second 
day, the interviewer presented another toy set: Today toy set'. The child was 
allowed to play with the toys for about ten minutes. Then the interviewer asked 
them to stop playing and presented the third toy set: 'Tomorrow toy set'. The 
interviewer helped the child to identify the toys contained in the tomorrow toy 
set and told them that they would play with that toy set on the following day. 
Later the three toy sets were presented. When the interviewer took out 
'yesterday toy set'* the children were asked whether they had played that toy set 
with the interviewer before. This question was asked in order to eliminate the 
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possibility that children made errors for 'yesterday' problems because they did 
not remember the 'yesterday toy set1. Subjects who failed to answer that 
question were dropped for later testing. Then the three toy sets were placed in 
distinct clusters in front of the children for the testing. Each child had to 
respond to four problems refeired to 'yesterday1 and four referred to 'tomorrow. 
In testing 'just before1 and 'right after1 
The procedure was similar as the above. Another three toy sets were used. 
The first toy set was introduced. They were asked to show the interviewer how 
to play with it because it was familiar to the children, but not to the interviewer. 
After that, the interviewer put it aside on the table and presented the 'now toy 
set1. Children played with it for a while. When they were playing with the fnow 
toy set1, the interviewer presented the third toy set and put them on the table. 
The children were told that was the toy set they played right after. The eight 
problems were asked when children were playing with the 'now toy set1. In 
responded to the eight problems, they chose the toys from the toy sets they had 
played 'just before', were playing 'now1 and will play 'right after'. 
Result 
The mean scores of the understanding of temporal words across age were 
calculated for analysis, 
Figure 1 below shows that there is an increase in the mean scores from three 
to five-year-olds in answering problems of the four tains. 
Figure 1: Mean Scores of the understanding of Temporal Words Across Age 
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In order to determine the age effect on the understanding of the two 
temporal phrases, within-subject one way ANOVA was performed. The result 
shows significant age effect in understanding problems with temporal words 
referred to yesterday, F{1926) = 15.39, p < .05 (but not for tomorrow, p > .05). 
Four-year-old children understood 'yesterday1 significantly better than the three-
year-old children. 
It is also of interest in this study to investigate whether there was difference 
in the performance of yesterday and tomorrow within each age group, the mean 
scores were analyzed by within-subjects one way ANOVA. Four-year-olds 
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understood yesterday significantly better than tomorrow, F(l,13) = 23.27, p < 
.05. No significant difference was found in three-year-olds (p > .05). 
Understanding between 'just before1 and 'right after1 was not analyzed 
separately because it was not the interest in this study. 
Understanding of temporal words pointing to past or future and immediate or 
cyclic time 
It was found that five-year-olds got all correct in problems with the temporal 
words: 'yesterday', just before' and 'right after', and four-year-olds got all 
correct in 'right after' problems . Statistical analysis neglect the above groups 
with ceiling effect The data were then pooled to look for the two repeated 
measures factors separately, that is the factors whether time referred to past or 
future and time referred to immediate or cyclic. 
Terms referred to Past or Future times. 
In order to determine whether children's understanding varied with age, sex 
and time factors (past or future), three way repeated measures ANOVA was 
performed. As predicted, children's understanding improved significantly from 
the age of three to four, F(l924) = 17.09, p < .05. Age has a significant main 
effect on the problems with time pointed to the past, i^l,26) = 24.30, p < .05 
(not on future time p > .05). Children had significant improvement in 
understanding temporal phrases referred to past time from three to four. 
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Age had significant interaction effect with the time factor (past or future), 
F(l,24) = 15.24, p < .05. From Figure 2, three- year-olds had higher score in 
response to future time problems than to the past time problems but the opposite 
was found in four-year-olds. 
Figure 2, Mean scores in understanding terms for past and 
future time. 
Age 
Scheffe test was performed to compare the differences between pairs while 
varying the age and the time referred by the terms. Significant differences, p < 
.05, were found in comparing the pairs with the three-year-olds and term 
referred to past time (three-year-olds, future terms > past terms; four-year-olds, 
past terms > those of the three-year- olds; four-year-olds, future terms > three-
year-olds, past terms). These results indicate that varying the phrases pointed to 
past or future time had a significant effect on the understanding of the three-
year-olds but not to the four-year-olds. 
Terms refereed to immediate or cyclic times. 
Three way repeated measures ANOVA showed significant age effect, 
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F(l,24) = 17.09, p < .05 on the mean score. Significant main effect of age was 
found in problems referred to immediate time, F\l,2€) = 13.49, p < .05. (not 
for cyclic time, p > .05). Children understand significantly better for phrases 
pointed to immediate time from three to four. 
Children's understanding do not vary with the time factor (immediate or 
cyclic) across the two age groups, p > .05. This did not support the emergence 
order of temporal adverbs as predicted. The result obtained was affected by the 
difference in the classification of the present boundary for the past events to 
refer to particularly for the 'just before' problems. No such difference among 
children was found in the problems with the other temporal words. (Please refer 
to the discussion for detailed explanation). Therefore, mean scores for 
problems referred to 'tomorrow1 and 'right after' were compared in investigating 
the effect of time immediacy. 
Wilcoxon matched pairs test was used to compare the performance with time 
referred to 'tomorrow' and 'right after' of the two age groups. Children got 
significantly higher score for problems referred to 'right after' than that referred 
to 'tomorrow', T = 55.50, z - 2.7, p < .05. In general, children understood 
significantly better for terms pointed to immediate future than cyclic future. 
Errors Patterns 
In this study, children gave response to all problems with different temporal 
words by choosing the correct, present time or nonpresent time alternatives. 
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Table 2 Number of responses for the temporal words by age groups. 
Age 
Types of Responses 3 4 
Yesterday 
Correct 22 52 
Alternatives: Nonpresent time 21 4 
Present time 13 0 
Tomorrow 
Correct 32 20(4)a 
Alternatives: Nonpresent time 15 33(8)^ 
Present time 8 3 
Just Before 
Correct 16 44 
Alternatives: Nonpresent time 19 8 
Present time 21 4 
Right After 
Correct 42 56 
Alternatives: Nonpresent time 9 0 
Present time 5 0 
Note. The values represent the number of different types of responses out of 56 
problems. 
a
 The number of children who chose more correct responses than nonpresent time alternatives. 
^ The number of children who chose more nonpresent time alternatives than correct responses. 
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Fig 3. Number of nonpresent time and present time alternatives made 
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The number of responses1 types of the four temporal words are presented in 
Table 2 and Figures 3 and 4. The results indicate that children chose higher 
number of nonpresent time alternatives than present time alternatives except 
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that three-year-olds made for about equal number of the three responses' types 
for 'just before' problems. Also, while comparing the number of correct 
responses and nonpresent alternatives, four-year-olds chose a higher number of 
'tomorrow' response for *yesterday' problems. Eight out of 14 children chose 
more nonpresent time alternatives than correct responses. It indicated that four-
year-old children might misunderstand 'tomorrow' as 'yesterday'. 
Discussion 
The development of understanding 'Yesterday' and 'Tomorrow1 
The findings supported the hypothesis that children's comprehension of both 
temporal words improved with age. Children showed asymmetrical 
development pattern of understanding both terms. During the development, 
children have to make contrast between teims referring to present time and 
nonpresent time. The error patterns revealed that children might make 
distinction between present and nonpresent time before they mastered both 
terms- 'yesterday' and tomorrow'. The data show similar consistency in the 
reports across languages, for example French, Italian, Spanish, English (Clark, 
1985; Hamer, 1975). 
'Yesterday' and 'tomorrow' are both referred to nonpresent time, children 
have to make the specific distinctions between the past and future time 
reference. The responses from four-year- olds indicated they might 
misunderstand 'yesterday' more often as 'tomorrow'. This findings differed from 
that predicted from the linear model of Western society (Hamer, 1980, 1982a). 
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According to that model, past and future categories are mutually exclusive. 
Even though past and future time have the characteristic of being nonpresent, 
they are not interchangeable in meaning. However, the error patterns in this 
study indicated children were more likely to misunderstand 'yesterday1 from 
'tomorrow1. The linguistic references to past and future were not acquired as 
mutually exclusive as predicted by the linear model of Western society. 
The learning of past and future references and the understanding of past, 
present and future relations involved more than simply understanding the 
mutually exclusive natures of past and future events. Other factors might have 
effect on the children's performance such as the nature of the tasks. In this 
study, children had to give responses by choosing the three categories of toys. 
If children learn the distinction between present and nonpresent time at an early 
stage, it is of higher chance for them to choose the two toy sets of the 
nonpresent times for all problems. Another explanation to account for children 
choosing more 'yesterday' response for 'tomorrow* problems is the attention 
factors. Children might want to play with the 'yesterday toy sot on the 
following day because they had played them before and knew that it was 
interesting. 
In addition, the acquisition sequence of both terms might attribute to the 
error pattern that four-year-olds chose a high number of yesterday's toys for 
tomorrow' problems. There was significant improvement for 'yesterday' 
problems from the age of three to four but not for 'tomorrow1 problems. It might 
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be because children understood 'yesterday' at first as explained in the 
developmental patterns of 'yesterday' and 'tomorrow' in the Semantic Features 
Hypothesis (Clark, 1973) and the degree of certainty (Hamer 1982a, 1982b). 
'Yesterday' has the [+prior] feature and 'tomorrow' has the [- prior] feature 
(Clark, 1973). Prediction from that hypothesis showed that children acquired 
positive features before negative features. Therefore, children acquired 
'yesterday' before 'tomoixow'. After children acquired 'yesterday*, they chose 
'yesterday' for 'tomorrow1 problems in a great number. The meaning of 
'yesterday' might extend to cover 'tomorrow*. In other words, children 
interpreted 'yesterday' correctly, and treated 'tomorrow' as if it has the same 
meaning as 'tomorrow'. The confusion patterns of four-year-old children 
indicate that 'tomorrow1 was only understood as the nonpresent time, but not 
particular as the future reference. Children seemed to extend the meaning of 
'yesterday' to 'tomorrow1. 
There was another line of reasoning for the asymmetrical pattern in the 
understanding. 'Yesterday' referred to past events that children could recall. 
Children had experienced the past events on the preceding day and thus having 
greater certainty when compared with the future events named as tomorrow. 
They were uncertain of the likelihood of future events. Studies by Hamer 
(1982b) reported the degree of certainty had an effect on children's 
understanding of temporal words. 
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Comparison with previous findings 
The results were also compared with other studies. The findings from the 
present study might explain the errors made by children when they used 
'yesterday* and tomorrow1 (Clark 1985; Hamer 1982a; Weist, et al. 1987). 
Findings from a similar study (Hamer, 1975) in the understanding of 'yesterday1 
and 'tomorrow1, which also showed that children made the present and 
nonpresent distinctions before the mastery of both terms. In addition, 
asymmetrical understanding patterns of "yesterday1 and 'tomorrow' were found. 
However, in her study, there was no evidence that children misunderstood 
'yesterday1 as 'tomorrow'. Also, there was difference in the age of mastery for 
'tomorrow'. Hamer found that four-year-olds mastered both terms equally well 
but it was not until five in this study. It seemed that Cantonese speaking 
children's understanding of both terms developed later than the English 
children. Such findings were different from that reported by Weist (1986). He 
reported that it was much earlier for Mandarin- speaking children to use similar 
temporal adverbs than in other languages. However, his report was based on the 
findings from Erbaugh (1982) in which only a few subjects were involved. It 
was difficult to say why there were such differences between English and 
Cantonese speaking children because details of Harness study was not reported, 
such as the mean age of children and the distribution of errors types. 
In summary, based on the results from this study, stages of development in 
understanding the specific meaning of 'yesterday1 and 'tomorrow' might be 
proposed. Children first made the temporal contrast between present and 
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nonpresent times. They interpreted 'yesterday* and 'tomorrow1 as nonpresent 
times. The distinction between past and future times was not specific, however. 
Later children acquired 'yesterday' as referred to nonpresent time and the more 
specific past reference. At this stage, they might interpret 'yesterday* as having 
the meaning of 'tomorrow' because they might not acquire the specific future 
reference for 'tomorrow1. They might interpret 'tomorrow' as the more general 
nonpresent time only. The distinction between past and future categories was 
clear afterwards. Children mastered both terms and understood the past and 
future distinctions established by the linguistic reference clearly. 
Order of Development with terms coding different times 
Children showed no difference in understanding whether temporal words 
referred to immediate time or cyclic time. This finding did not support the 
order of emergence in the production of temporal words: children first use terms 
coding immediate time, cyclic time and later to remote time. (Sachs, 1982; 
Weist,etal. 1987). 
The results could be explained by the fact that children classified the present 
boundary differently. There must be a present boundary for the past and future 
events to refer to. In the testing of the temporal word, 'just before' , children 
might classify the present boundary differently. For instance, the present 
boundary was either the time when children were playing the whole present toy 
set or the time when they were playing a particular toy in the present toy set 
For 'just before' problems, three-year-olds made for about the same number in 
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choosing the past and the present toy set. It was more likely that when children 
chose the present toy set, they gave the toys that they had just put down. In 
scoring the test, only children chose the toys from the past toy set, that is the toy 
set they had just stopped playing, were counted as correct responses. However, 
it was also correct for those children to choose toys in the present toy set they 
had just put down. For the four-year-olds, they classified the present boundary 
as the time when they were playing the whole present toy set. Therefore, they 
chose the toys in the past toy set in responding to the fjust before' problems. The 
differences in the classification of present boundary for the 'just before* 
problems made it difficult to compare the results among children. 
The classification of present boundary for the problems with terms -
'yesterday', 'tomorrow1 and 'right after1 among children had no difference. The 
former two had clear present boundary which is 'today1. For the latter, the 
boundary was clear because it was the experimenter who told the children 
which toy set they would play right after. The present boundary was when they 
finished playing the present toy set They had no difference in the 
classification. 
The difference in the classification of the present boundaiy made it difficult 
to compare the combined responses for immediate past and future against cyclic 
past and future problems. Therefore, in the present study, comparison between 
immediate and cyclic future was made. Under these two conditions, there was 
no difference in the classification of the present boundary among children. The 
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results indicated that children understood significantly better for immediate 
future than for cyclic future. This might be explained by the effect of adults* 
input in child development. The topics of conversation introduced by parents 
and other caregivers might well influence children's understanding of time 
(Harner, 1981). When parents talked to children, they usually referred to the 
immediate events rather than to the remote events. Immediate events were more 
salient to remote events. Therefore, children understood immediate events 
better than remote events. The findings were consistent with that suggested by 
Harner (1982b). 
Modifications 
There were limitations in this study. In the testing part, children required to 
choose answers from three. It was more likely that the errors are randomly 
distributed between the two toy sets represented the nonpresent time because 
children made the nonpresent and present time contrast at an early age. 
Therefore, the chance level was high. The procedure can be modified by 
adding another toy set as a distracter so as to reduce the chance level in giving 
responses. 
In addition , the effects of modal auxiliary fcanf # on the understanding 
was excluded. Modal auxiliary established the temporal location of event 
which might affect children's understanding. 
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Implication 
We often talk about the things we did/ will do with a particular reference 
time, such as yesterday, tomorrow. This study provided information in the 
children's understanding of temporal reference. Children acquire the 
knowledge about time and the linguistic references gradually. Therapists/ 
parents may need to develop strategies in helping children to develop their 
temporal concepts and the linguistic references in coding time. In classroom, 
teachers usually requires children to say aloud which date is today and the dates 
of week and month. Friedman (1990) reported that children's first 
representations of the order of the dates are chains of names* Children seem to 
learn the sequence of days in an early stage, that is, Monday, Tuesday... . From 
clinical observations, a child reported what had happened on the preceding day 
by coding the time with the day of weeks but not the relative cyclic term, that is 
yesterday . When the therapist asked the child whether the event occurred 
'yesterday1. The child did not understand. The findings firom this study and 
clinical observations indicated that we need to develop strategies in facilitating 
children's understanding and using temporal references. For example, 
therapists/ parents may give dates of week and the relative term together that is 
by saying "Tomorrow - Tuesday- we will go on a picnic." instead of just saying 
'Tuesday we will go on a picnic". 
Suggestions for Further Study 
The present study provided information of the understanding of temporal 
words. Further study can focus on the production of temporal adverbs and any 
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errors made by children. The temporal markers discussed in this study were not 
the only devices that children had to master in talking about time and sequence. 
It was therefore of great importance and interest to find out the development of 
other temporal markers. For instance, terms coding different time durations. 
The issue whether cyclic adverbs confused with remote time concept had not 
been fully investigated. Children might learn 'yesterday' as referring to the past 
easily but they sometimes referred to the time a week before. Further study can 
focus on the actual time reference established by the cyclic adverbs, whether 
they are cyclic past or any time in the past. 
Conclusions 
Children's understanding of temporal words - 'yesterday1 and 'tomorrow' 
improved with age. There may be a stage in the development that children 
regard both terms as nonpresent times rather than having specific past or future 
reference. Children acquired 'yesterday' before 'tomorrow*. Their 
understanding of immediate future is better than cyclic future. 
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APPENDIX A 
Name : 
Age : 
Sex : 
Date : 
I. 
Yes 
Tod 
| Tom 
Yes Yes Tom Tom Yes Yes Tom Tom 
Yes - Yesterday-
Tod - Today 
Tom - Tomorrow 
II. 
J Just 
Now 
J After 
Just Just after after after after just jus t 
i 
Just - Just Before 
After - Right After 
*(The score sheet showed one of the presentation order) . 
